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Staging the final countdown:  
how the 'whole-task‘ approach  to instructional  
design can be applied in training MA students  
for the drafting of the final thesis 
 
 
 
Elissaveta Radulova, Maastricht University 
ECPR General Conference, Prague 2016 
Compliance Matters 
Background and didactic scenario 
• 30-week long training in drafting the 
research design for the final MA thesis 
• Heterogeneous cohorts of students 
• Complex learning involving the 
integration of knowledge, skills and 
attitude-formation 
• Psychological distress and cognitive 
overload 
 
The whole-task approach  
(Marienboer et al., 2003)  
Based on authentic (real-life) learning 
tasks 
Training always in the context of the 
whole task as opposed to the ‘brick-by-
brick’ approach (i.e. integral learning) 
Scaffolding the task complexity and the 
requirements toward the submitted 
deliverables 
Just-in-time (tailored) instruction 
 
Compliance Matters 
The whole-task approach  
(Marienboer et al., 2003)  
Compliance Matters 
Blueprint of the training course 
• Four stages and nine deliverables 
• Staged and coupled to deliverables instruction 
Compliance Matters 
Blueprint of the training course 
• Stage 1 -> one deliverable (8 weeks) 
Self-
assessment 
questionnaire 
Identification 
of students 
who need 
additional 
instruction 
Additional 
instruction in 
small groups 
following PBL 
principles 
In Stage 1 only instruction about standards of 
academic work and academic writing 
Research 
paper 
Compliance Matters 
Blueprint of the training course 
• Stage 2 -> three deliverables (8 weeks) 
First ideas 
In Stage 2 instruction about research design 
2 versions of the 
research design 
according to 
template structure 
Elaborated version 
with emphasis on 
analytical 
framework 
Final version of the 
preliminary research 
design 
Formative 
assessment by 
instructor 
Formative 
assessment by 
peers 
Formative 
assessment by 
thesis supervisor 
Compliance Matters 
Blueprint of the training course 
• Stage 3 -> four deliverables (12 weeks) 
First ideas about 
data collection 
methods 
In Stage 3 instruction about research methods for 
data collection and analysis 
4 versions of the 
research design 
according to 
template structure 
First ideas about 
analytical methods 
Final version of the 
research design 
Formative 
assessment by 
methodologist 
Formative 
assessment by 
thesis supervisor 
Elaborated version, 
emphasis on 
methods 
Formative 
assessment by 
methodologist 
Formative 
assessment by 
thesis supervisor 
Compliance Matters 
Blueprint of the training course 
• Stage 4 -> final deliverable (2 weeks) 
Final version 
of the MA 
research 
design 
Summative 
assessment 
by supervisor 
In Stage 4 only individual instruction upon request 
Compliance Matters 
Advantages of this instruction design 
• Tailored to the needs of the respective 
cohort 
• Tackles heterogeneity by just-in-time and 
customised instruction 
• Scaffolding alleviates cognitive overload 
and psychological distress 
• Feedback: diverse moments and sources 
• Integral learning working on knowledge, 
skills and attitudes simultaneously 
 
 
Thank you for your attention! 
 
 
 
